y classical music, most people

today mean serious music of any
period, as opposed to jazz, pop, rock

or other similar genres. But the term

Classical is strictly applied to music
written between about 1750-1830,

corresponding to a period of classicism

in art and architecture.

Classical style

During this period, the flamboyant,
heavily ornate Baroque style of
architecture (exemplified by the

interior of the church of St Nicholas
in Prague’s Old Town, where Mozart
played the organ on one of his visits)
gave way to a cooler, more restrained
style, based on the serene proportions
of the ancient world. The 18th century
was the age of the Grand Tour, when

upper—class young men were despatched

to Italy to study Greek and Roman

ABOVE: A fine example of 18th-century

neo-classical architecture — designs for

Home House in Portman Square, London,

by Robert Adam (1728-92).
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Dust as we are, the immortal spirit grows

Like harmony in music.

WILLIAM WORDSWORTH (1770—1850), “THE PRELUDE”

ABOVE: The building which inspired much 17th- and 18th-century neo-classical architecture
— the Parthenon (Temple of Athena) on the Acropolis in Athens, built between 447 and 422 Bc.

architecture, as revealed through
recent archaeological excavations.
Contemporary architects such as

Robert Adam designed grand country

ABOVE: Vienna in the 18th century — a view of one of its main streets, the Kohlmarkt.

St Michael’s Church can be seen on the right.

houses with Classical fagades, while the
furniture designed by Sheraton and his
colleagues took on a graceful, delicate

look. In England, the fashion for the




Classical look reached its height around
the turn of the 19th century (the age
of Jane Austen), continuing into the
Regency period (1811-20). In France,
Particularly, there was a short period 3
of transition between the Baroque and
Classical styles known as Rococo,
characterized by delicate but elaborate
ornamentation, as seen in French
furniture of the mid 18th century, and
the paintings of artists such as Antoine
Watteau (1684—1721) and Frangois
Boucher (1703-70).

Classical style in music

Musical tastes inevitably followed

the decorative arts, and the florid,
ornamental, technically intricate styles
of late Baroque composers gave way to
a new emphasis on clarity, order and
balance, exemplified by the Classical
symphony, string quartet and solo
sonata. A few composers fitted the
Rococo label, including C. P. E. Bach,
Frangois Couperin, the English
composer William Boyce (1710-79),
and Gluck and Rameau — both
primarily opera composers — in some
of their works. But generally speaking,
the Classical period in musical history
is dominated by four giants, all
associated with Vienna, and sometimes
collectively known as the First
Viennese School. They were Haydn,
Mozart, Beethoven and Schubert. Their
works are still part of the core repertoire

of classical music as a whole.

Music’s place in society
The late 18th century was a period of
great social upheaval. The breakdown
of the old social order reached its
culmination in the French Revolution
(1789-99), and music ceased to be
the exclusive preserve of pampered
aristocrats or prelates. This radical
social shift is reflected in the careers
of the four great Classical composers.
Haydn, the oldest, spent his long

career in the service of a single

ABOVE: A charming example of 18th-century Rococo art — The Dance (c.1719) by Antoine
Watteau (1684—1721), a favourite artist at the French court.

aristocratic family, who regarded

him as a valued servant. Mozart began
his career in a similar way, in the
employment of the Archbishop of
Salzburg, but when more lucrative
court appointments eluded him, he
took the radical step of trying a

freelance existence, which allowed

ABOVE: Private music-making — The Lost
Chord by Stephen Lewin (f1.1890—1910).

him personal liberty, but failed to
provide sufficient financial security.

Beethoven, in a similar situation,
enjoyed the friendship and patronage
of several wealthy noblemen, but he
was not so fettered by 18th-century
convention as Mozart: He understood
his own worth as an individual, and
his patrons played to his tune, not the
other way round. Beethoven was
one of the first composers to free
himself from the idea of musician as
servant, and to produce powerfully
individualistic music which he himself
promoted to an audience of the rising
middle class.

Schubert, a native of Vienna, never
tried to obtain a permanent job. A
composer who stood on the threshold
of the Romantic age, he wrote music
out of personal choice, aimed at people
like himself (he had a close circle of
musically inclined friends). Much of
his music — particularly his songs and
chamber music — was intended for
a domestic market, and none of his
symphonies was professionally
performed during his lifetime.
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